Zora Neale Hurston

Reading Group Discussion Questions—Their Eyes Were Watching God

1. What kind of God are the eyes of Hurston's characters watching? What is
the nature of that God and of their watching? Do any of them question God?

2. What is the importance of the concept of horizon? How do Janie and each
of her men widen her horizons? What is the significance of the novel's final
sentences in this regard?

3. How does Janie's journey—from West Florida, to Eatonville, to the Everglades—represent
her, and the novel's increasing immersion in black culture and traditions? What elements of
individual action and communal life characterize that immersion?

4. To what extent does Janie acquire her own voice and the ability to shape her own life? How
are the two related? Does Janie's telling her story to Pheoby in flashback undermine her ability
to tell her story directly in her own voice?

5. What are the differences between the language of the men and that of Janie and the other
women? How do the differences in language reflect the two groups' approaches to life, power,
relationships, and self-realization? How do the novel's first two paragraphs point to these
differences?

6. In what ways does Janie conform to or diverge from the assumptions that underlie the men's
attitudes toward women? How would you explain Hurston's depiction of violence toward
women? Does the novel substantiate Janie's statement that "Sometimes God gits familiar wid
us womenfolks too and talks His inside business"?

7. What is the importance in the novel of the "signifyin'" and "playin' de dozens" on the front
porch of Joe's store and elsewhere? What purpose do these stories, traded insults,
exaggerations, and boasts have in the lives of these people? How does Janie counter them with
her conjuring?

8. Why is adherence to received tradition so important to nearly all the people in Janie's world?
How does the community deal with those who are "different"?

9. After Joe Starks's funeral, Janie realizes that "She had been getting ready for her great
journey to the horizons in search of people; it was important to all the world that she should
find them and they find her." Why is this important "to all the world"? In what ways does
Janie's self-awareness depend on her increased awareness of others?

10. How important is Hurston's use of vernacular dialect to our understanding of Janie and the
other characters and their way of life? What do speech patterns reveal about the quality of
these lives and the nature of these communities? In what ways are "their tongues cocked and
loaded, the only real weapon" of these people?
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Born in Alabama on January 7, 1891, Zora Neale Hurston spent her early
adulthood studying at various universities and collecting folklore from the
South, the Caribbean and Latin America. She published her findings in
Mules and Men. Hurston was a fixture of the Harlem Renaissance, rubbing
shoulders with many of its famous writers. In 1937, she published her
masterwork of fiction, Their Eyes Were Watching God. Hurston died in
Florida in 1960.

Hurston released her first novel, Jonah's Gourd Vine, in 1934. Two years

later, she received a Guggenheim fellowship, which allowed her to work
on what would become her most famous work: Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937). She
wrote the novel while traveling in Haiti, where she also studied local voodoo practices.

In 1942, Hurston published her autobiography, Dust Tracks on a Road. This personal work was
well-received by critics, but her life and career soon began to falter. Hurston was charged with
molesting a 10-year-old boy in 1948; despite being able to prove that she was out of the
country at the time of the incident, she suffered greatly from this false accusation.

Despite all of her accomplishments, Hurston struggled financially and personally during her final
decade. She kept writing, but she had difficulty getting her work published. Additionally, she
experienced some backlash for her criticism of the 1955 U.S. Supreme Court decision in Brown
v. Board of Education, which called for the end of school segregation.

A few years later, Hurston had suffered several strokes and was living in the St. Lucie County
Welfare Home. The once-famous writer and folklorist died poor and alone on January 28, 1960,
and was buried in an unmarked grave in Fort Pierce, Florida.



